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Creating a Viable Network of NGO/Governmental Partners for  
the Peace Corps Panama 

 
            NGOs have gained prominence across the world since the end of the 20th century, 
and their contributions to international development has been and continues to be very 
important. However, coordination between the activities of different NGOs is poor, 
because the energy is decentralized and small scale, which results in both overlaps and 
gaps. In the context of Latin America, some describe development efforts as islands of 
hope in an otherwise stormy and hazardous sea for the poor. In partial response to this, in 
the world of sustainable development, there has been increasing discourse on the 
formation of partnerships.   

The overall objective of this project is to provide the Peace Corps with a better 
understanding of the work being done in the Panama Canal Watershed. Problems and 
recommendations made by NGO and GO representatives and community members are 
described. Deconstructing at the macro-level the project dynamics in the watershed; an 
evaluation of the level of coordination of the NGOs and GOs and their projects is 
presented, and methods by which this coordination can be enhanced are identified. To 
achieve this goal, three different methods were used: a literature review, interviews with 
NGO and governmental executives, and interviews with community members were 
conducted. The different issues were identified from different angles, and the points of 
view of academics, bureaucrats, NGO workers and stakeholders were documented.   

It was found that there are many actors in the canal watershed, actively engaging in a 
wide array of projects. Several problems were identified by NGO and GO 
representatives. Disagreement on the role of development agencies; the competition 
process; and lack of mechanisms, transparency and exchange were cited as barriers to 
coordination. Other general problems identified by institution representatives include the 
disconnect between administration and field and the lack of long-term evaluation of 
projects. Solutions to better the situation in the cuenca were put forward, and these 
include a multi-level approach to coordination, making full use of the mechanism in place 
and improving it, more long-term evaluation, greater transparency, empowerment and 
decentralization. This list of objectives is complemented by several suggested means to 
achieve those goals. 
 The members of the communities interviewed also made valuable contributions to 
the list of problems and recommendations for projects in the canal watershed. The 
problems identified are the disconnect between the theoretical and the practical, the fact 
that there are too many capacitaciones, lack of tangibles and immediate results, not 
enough attention paid to the needs of the community, and the uncertainty which 
accompanies development projects. Recommendations made include a call for more 
horizontal development, more tangibles and immediate results, and workshops which 
cater to the needs of the stakeholders involved. 
 The findings from this project suggest that though there are many projects and 
much good will in the Cuenca del Canal, there is much room for improvement. Lack of 
coordination between the different activities remains a key preoccupation for institution 
representatives and community members alike. More research is required into the 
possibilities for greater integration in the watershed, and the formation of partnerships 
and networks.  
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La Creación de una Red de Colaboradores de Organizaciones Gubernamentales y 
No Gubernamentales Para el Cuerpo de Paz en Panamá 

 
 Las ONGs han aumentando su prominencia a través el mundo desde el fin del 
siglo 20, y sus contribuciones al desarrollo internacional han sido y continúan siendo muy 
importantes. Sin embargo, la coordinación entre las actividades de diferentes ONGs es 
débil, porque la energía es descentralizada y en pequeña escala, y eso resulta en sobre 
lapsos y claros. En el contexto de América Latina, algunos han descrito esfuerzos de 
desarrollo como islas de esperanza adentro de un mar tormentoso por los pobres. Como 
respuesta, ha sido aumentado el discurso sobre la creación de redes y colaboraciones. 
 El objetivo central de este proyecto es de ofrecer al Cuerpo de Paz un mejor 
conocimiento del trabajo hecho en la Cuenca del Canal de Panamá. Problemas y 
recomendaciones hechas por representantes de ONGs y OGs y miembros de comunidades 
son descritas. Descontruyendo al nivel macro las dinámicas de los proyectos en la 
cuenca; una evaluación del nivel de coordinación de las ONGs y OGs y sus proyectos es 
presentada, y métodos con las cuales esta coordinación puede ser mejorada son 
identificados. Para lograr este objetivo, tres métodos fueron utilizadas: una revison de la 
literatura, entrevistas con representantes de ONGs / OGs, y entrevistas con miembros de 
comunidades. Los diferentes problemas fueron identificados desde diferentes ángulos, y 
el punto de vista de académicos, burocráticos, trabajadores en ONGs y propuestados 
fueron documentados. 
  Encontré que hay muchos actores en la cuenca, que llaman de manera activa en 
muchos diferentes proyectos. Varios problemas fueron identificados por representantes 
de ONGs y OGs. Desacuerdo al rol de agencias de desarrollo, el proceso de 
competencias, y falta de mecanismos, transparencia y intercambio fueron citados como 
barreras a la coordinación. Otros problemas generales identificados por representantes de 
instituciones incluyen el enlace entre la administración y el campo, además de la falta de 
visión a largo plazo. Soluciones para mejorar la situación en la cuenca fueron 
mencionados, y estos incluyen propuestas de coordinación a multiniveles, utilizar de 
manera completa el mecanismo ya establecido y mejorarlo, mas evaluaciones a largo 
plazo, mas transparencia, fortalecimiento y descentralización. Esta lista de objetivos es 
complementada por varios mecanismos para lograr estas metas. 
 Los miembros de las comunidades entrevistadas también hicieron contribuciones 
valorizadas a la lista de problemas y recomendaciones para los proyectos el la cuenca.  
Los problemas identificados fueron el enlace entre lo teórico y lo practico, el hecho que 
hay demasiadas capacitaciones, falta de resultados inmediatos y concretos, falta de 
atención a las necesidades de las comunidades, y la incertidumbre que acompaña los 
proyectos de desarrollo. Recomendaciones hechas incluyen ha llamado para más 
desarrollo horizontal, mas resultados inmediatos y concretos, y talleres que responden a 
las necesidades de los  propuestados. 
 Lo que fue descubierto de este proyecto sugiere que aunque hay muchos 
proyectos y mucha buena voluntad en la Cuenca del Canal, todavía hay mucho que se 
puede mejorar. La falta de coordinación entre las diferentes actividades se queda como 
una preocupación clave para representantes de instituciones y miembros de comunidades. 
Más investigación es necesaria para la posibilidad de una mejor integración en la cuenca, 
y la formación de colaboraciones y redes. 
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I. Introduction 
 

1. Goals and Objectives 
 

 The overall objective of this project is to provide the Peace Corps with a better 
understanding of the work being done in the Panama Canal Watershed area.  Problems 
and recommendations made by NGO and GO representatives and community members 
are described. Deconstructing at the macro-level the project dynamics in the watershed 
area, an evaluation of the level of coordination of the NGOs and GOs and their projects in 
the canal watershed is presented, and methods by which this coordination can be 
enhanced are identified.  How can the individual efforts on a micro-scale from each 
project be reconciled with the most efficient way to meet the global welfare and 
environmental objectives in the watershed? 
 
 Specific objectives of the project include: 
 
1. To provide the Peace Corps with a general idea of the GOs and NGOs present in 

the canal watershed, their goals, projects, and partners.   
2. To identify current problems in the watershed, according to institution 

representatives, and community members. 
3. To present the recommendations made by institution representatives and 

community members, in addressing these problems. 
4. To determine the level of coordination between the different institutions from the 

perspective of GOs and NGOs, and from the perspective of community 
participants. 

5. To present various ways in which coordination and communication can be 
improved in the canal watershed, and to foster an environment of mutual support 
and cooperation between agents with common goals. 

6. To identify the presence of natural links between organisations and projects. 
7. To lay down the groundwork for the creation of ‘natural links’ between GOs and 

NGOs, and to institutionalize better coordination within the watershed, to be later 
extrapolated to Panama as a whole. 

 
2. Description of Host Organisation 
 
The Peace Corps was founded in 1961 by former US President Kennedy to 

promote international understanding and solidarity, especially in developing countries. 
(Peace Corps website).  Its mandate is the following: 

 
“to work in partnership with others to promote sustainable solutions in the areas 
of health, sanitation, agriculture, environment and small business to promote the 
dignity of people and their capacity to improve their own lives”. 

 
As shown below, it aims to be at the intersection of its own capacities, the host country’s 
priorities and projects, and the local needs and resources (Peace Corps Fact Sheet 2005).   
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Thus, it places heavy importance on working with the host country’s already existing 
development infrastructure, and more specifically working in partnership with 
governmental and non-governmental agencies. 
 

2.1 Peace Corps in Panama 
 

In Panama, the Peace Corps’ programs can be grouped under four categories: 
 

- SAS: Sustainable Agriculture Systems 
- CEC: Community Environmental Conservation 
- CED: Community Economic Development 
- EH: Environmental Health 

 
In Panama, the Peace Corps has been active for 20 years, and currently has 135 

volunteers placed within the country.  The Peace Corps is committed to placing 70% of 
its volunteers in areas of over 70% poverty level, meaning mainly in indigenous 
communities and rural and remote places (Peace Corps Fact Sheet 2005).   

 
A central part of the Peace Corps’ involvement in Panama is to work in 

partnership with Panama’s non governmental and governmental agencies to specifically 
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address the twin problems of poverty and environmental degradation in rural Panama 
(Panama Peace Corps Website). 

 
Though only 20 of its 135 volunteers in Panama work in the canal watershed, the 

political, economic and environmental importance of this area makes it a good starting 
point in attempting to make sense of the projects and partnerships between the different 
entities involved in Panama. 
            
II. Literature Review 
 

1. Sustainable Development, NGOs, Partnerships and Coordination 
 
 NGOs have gained prominence across the world since the end of the 20th century, 
and their contributions to international development has been and continues to be very 
important.  Their emergence can be correlated with the 1980s neo-liberal era, where 
minimal government intervention (and the resulting minimal social safety net) was 
strongly advocated (Cox, 1999; Lewis, 1997).  Thus in light of the increasingly 
globalized economy, and the resulting diminishing authority of nation states, civil society 
has found new ways to cater to their needs and interests (Fischer, 1997).  Since then, to 
fill in the gaps in objectives that were not met via economic incentives (i.e. social 
welfare, environmental concerns, minority group empowerment), NGOs have slowly 
emerged (Fischer, 1997).  NGOs, and their scope of activity includes sustainable 
development, promoting human rights, social justice, grassroots projects, fighting 
environmental degradation, etc  (Fischer, 1997).  This is especially true in 
‘underdeveloped countries’, where a growing global consciousness to poverty and 
environmental concerns is paralleled by mobilization of domestic and international 
efforts to tackle these issues.  NGOs play a huge role in this mobilization of efforts, 
acting as catalysts for change in their milieu of operation, and according to their 
objectives.  In short, NGOs make the impossible possible by doing what governments 
cannot or will not (Simons, 1998). 
 
            Having said this, one must be weary of hailing NGOs as the solution to all social, 
economic, political and environmental problems, as they can do as much harm as good.  
Often times undemocratic and not fully accountable to the people they represent, they can 
lapse into interest group politics and gridlock (Simmons, 1998).  NGOs are fraught with 
complex micropolitics, and it is important to understand these entities as processes which 
evolve, within spheres of competing and overlapping practices and discourses (Fischer, 
1997).  Furthermore, NGOs mainly rely on outside funding from private members, other 
organisations or government (local or foreign) grants.  Because of this reliance on 
external sources of revenue, competition for resources often results – and this leads to the 
creation of an environment of competition and non-cooperation.  This in turn leads to 
lack of coordination and the duplication of efforts, time and resources (human and 
monetary).  Not to mention the extra burden on a community subject to the inquiries and 
capacitation programs from several organisations at once.  Coordination between the 
activities of different NGOs is poor, because the energy is decentralized and small scale, 
which results in both overlaps and gaps (Streeten, 1997).  Part of the institutional crisis in 
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which many rural development agencies find themselves today is due to their difficulty in 
relating to other actors (Bebbington, 1997).  In the context of Latin America, some 
describe development efforts as islands of hope in an otherwise stormy and hazardous sea 
for the poor (Bebbington, 1997). 

 
Without a doubt, NGOs are essential today in representing the interests of 

different groups forming part of civil society – interests which are not always promoted 
by the government or the business sector (UNDP 1999).  Sustainable development is a 
dynamic process; conditions, people and practices are always changing, and it is 
important that NGOs and governmental organizations working to better the living 
standards in a sustainable way, be able to adapt to cater to the different local 
environmental and social needs.  It is thus of primordial importance to promote a system 
that has the flexibility to adapt to the changing conditions and needs of the local 
community (Gujit, I. et al. 2001), and to foster an environment of reciprocity and 
cooperation both between NGOs, GOs, and with the communities they work in. 
  

In the world of sustainable development, there has been increasing discourse on 
the formation of partnerships (Lewis, 1997).  Be they horizontal or vertical, domestic or 
international, alliances and networks between organizations working toward the 
achievement of similar goals are crucial.  In rural development projects especially, the 
concept of partnership is valued by policymakers and practitioners, and seen as: 
 

“a way of making more efficient use of scarce resources, increasing institutional 
sustainability, and improving beneficiary participation … strengthening 
transparency in administration and challenging prevailing top-down institutional 
culture, strengthening civil society … and democratization”. 
 (Lewis, 1997). 

 
In case studies collected in Asia, Africa and Latin America, it was concluded that 

partnerships created useful new approaches and insights, but the effectiveness of these 
alliances relied on social, political and historical contextual factors (Lewis, 1997).  It is 
for this reason that partnerships between NGOs, and between NGOs and OGs are 
necessary.  When two entities are in constant dialogue, more openness and transparency 
are promoted (Lewis, 1997), and all actors and stakeholders benefit in the end. 

 
2. The Panama Canal Watershed: a Brief History 

Campesinos from the interior provinces of Panama (Los Santos, Verraguas, 
Herrera, Cocle) have a history of migrating out of their regions for lack of fertile land 
(Heckadon, 1985).  Unsustainable agriculture practices, combined with policies 
unfavourable to the environment set the stage for this exodus.  The government of 
Panama, has in the past promoted policies which encouraged cattle ranching at the 
commercial level, by facilitating the procurement of credit in banks (Camra Cabrales, 
1999).  Rapid loss of fertile land occurred as a result of this policy, leading to rapid 
migration to other parts of Panama, namely the Canal Watershed (Ibid 1999).  This influx 
of people in the Cuenca increased environmental pressure there, again due to the 
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extensive use of land for hunting, agriculture, and lumber industry – all of which 
occasioning deforestation (Heckadon, 1985).   

This is a common trend found in Latin America, where national policies have 
favored commercial and large-scale agriculture, through a variety of measures such as 
subsidies to capital-intensive agriculture, credit policies, etc. (Bebbington, 1997).  Thus 
this perpetuated a structural bias against the rural sector, which in turn propelled the 
emergence of NGOs involved in rural development, emphasizing the small farmer, or 
campesino (Ibid, 1997). 

Following the United States turnover of the Panama Canal on December 31, 1999, 
Panama assumed full responsibility for canal operations (Petroski, 1993).  The effective 
operation of the Panama Canal depends on the availability of sufficient water to operate 
the locks system (USAID Program in Panama, 2003).  The recent influxes of migration 
and resulting economic activities in the watershed have resulted in environmental 
degradation of the area, occasioned in particular by siltation, sedimentation, deforestation 
and pollution due to agriculture and industry (Ibid, 2003).  The Canal’s environmental 
sustainability is today threatened as a result.   

 
 The preoccupation for sustainable development in the canal watershed began in 
the 1970s, when literature on the environmental degradation of the watershed began 
emerging; this focused development efforts in the area toward environmental 
sustainability and minimizing ecological footprints of activities (Heckadon, Pers. 
Comm.).  Following that, the 1982 El Nino current, which caused severe droughts in the 
watershed region, became a milestone event because it is at that point that it became clear 
to all that the water in the watershed should not be taken for granted, and that it would not 
always necessarily be there (Ibid).  People had to actively engage in activities to protect 
the watershed’s ecosystem to ensure its long-term sustainability.  The watershed’s 
situation dramatised issues on development in conservation for the country as a whole 
(Heckadon, Pers. Comm). 

 
Thus a Task Force, or Grupo de Trabajo de la Cuenca was erected in 1985, 

proposing alternatives to the destructive way of development that was going on in the 
watershed.  A series of workshops were prepared, to find who was working where in the 
watershed, what they were doing, plans, problems, etc.  Unfortunately, because of the 
political crisis between 1986 and 1989, plans were halted.  In the 1990s however, with 
the preparation for the turn-over of the canal, sustainability of the watershed regained the 
attention of the nation and foreign donors (Heckadon, Pers. Comm.).   
 
            The ACP (Autoridad del Canal de Panama) was formed in 1999, to become 
responsible for the quality and quantity of water in the Canal and its watershed.  Its was 
given the mission whereby it  
 

“shall coordinate with the corresponding specialized governmental and non-
governmental organizations which have responsibility for, and interests in, the 
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natural resources of the Canal Watershed, and shall approve strategies, policies, 
programs and projects, both public and private, that may affect the Watershed”  
(Panama Legislative Assembly, 1997a). 

 
            In 1999 the ACP / USAID Fund was established, and AED and Natura were 
selected to act as administrators for those funds.  The diagram below shows the funding 
framework in the canal watershed. 

 
 
 

 
         ACP / USAID Fund Framework 

 

 
       
                      - Diagram elaborated by Marina Apgar, AED (Pers. Comm.) 
 
 

3. NGOs in the Watershed: the Situation Today 
 

Of national historical, economic and political importance, the revenue generated by 
the Panama Canal accounts for approximately 10.1% of the country’s GDP (Moreno, 
1997).  Moreover, the extensive banking and investment sectors which are intricately 
linked with the Canal’s activities, account for more than 75% of Panama’s GDP (West, 
1989).  Thus the maintenance and sustainability of the Cuenca are of primordial 
importance to the country of Panama.   

 
Since the 1970s, the chaos of activities in the watershed still persists, but there is a 

greater awareness of the people and of the environment part of the fragile ecosystem.  
The Panama Canal remains inextricably linked to the watershed that contains it, as it 
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relies on the sustainability of its resources for water to operate the locks, drinking water, 
hydropower and to allow the transport of global commerce (Kahn, 1999). 

 
Due to the existence of a large and diverse number of organisations, it is often 

difficult to coordinate and synchronise efforts to accomplish optimal results.  This holds 
true in the Panama Canal Watershed, where two pilot projects (Los Hules Tinajones y 
Cano Quebrado) and various governmental and NGO initiatives co-exist, often 
independently of each other, although having similar goals.  People are aware that there is 
an integration problem in the Cuenca (Kahn,1999).  In surveys carried out with resource 
managers, it was acknowledged that the lack of integration among organizations resulted 
in inefficient decisions and weakened protection of natural resources (Kahn, 1999; 
emphasis mine).  At the root of this problem is the fragmented and disconnected decision-
making process, and divisions along socio-political, organizational and technical lines, 
which results in inefficient management.    
 
II. Methodology 
       

1. Qualitative Analysis 
 

The main objective of this project is to provide the Peace Corps with a better 
understanding of the work being done in the Panama Canal Watershed area.   To achieve 
this goal, three different methods were used: a literature review, interviews with NGO 
and governmental executives, and interviews with community members where GOs and 
NGOs operate.  Thus, the different issues and problems were identified from different 
angles, and the points of view of academics, bureaucrats, NGO workers and community 
members were documented.  The theoretical and practical facets of development work in 
the Cuenca are thus reconciled. 
 

2.    Interviewing NGO and GO representatives 
 
As mentioned above, semi-structured interviews were conducted either in person 

or by phone with different NGO and GO representatives.  The same questionnaire was 
used for each interview, but conversations were allowed to go different ways depending 
on the interests and opinions of the interviewee.  In determining who to interview, a 
snowball methodology was used, where the information gained from one interview led to 
the establishment of contacts for the next interviews to be done.  Thus after having 
spoken to a few key organisations, more information was obtained as to who it would be 
pertinent to talk to.  After a while, I was able to obtain the complete list of NGOs and 
projects under the ACP / USAID fund (see appendix VI), which enabled me to complete 
the missing interviews as much as possible. 
 
 3. In the field 
 

3.1 Selected communities: Ella Puru and Santa Rosa, Gatuncillo, 
 Cerro Cama 
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 Due to time constraints, community interviews were only conducted in three 
communities: Ella Puru and Santa Rosa, Chorrera and Gatuncillo (see Appendix II for 
annexed map of the cuenca and the visited communities).  These three communities were 
carefully selected however, to be the most representative of the PCW as possible.  Cerro 
Cama is found in Chorrera, on the occidental side of the Cuenca whereas Gantuncillo, of 
the province of Colon, is part of the oriental side of the watershed.  The neighbouring 
communities of Ella Puru and Santa Rosa are just outside Gamboa (near Panama city), 
and are inhabited by the indigenous groups Embara and Woonan respectively.  Thus by 
interviewing different groups of people from different parts of the Cuenca, it is hoped that 
the concerns and opinions expressed are representative of the Canal watershed as a 
whole. 
 

3.2 Interviewing community members 
 

At first, it was intended to interview community members using a semi-structured 
questionnaire method, like that used for NGO and GO representatives.  It was found after 
the first field visit however that the questions were not well understood or could not be 
answered by the interviewees.  Furthermore, the use of a notebook to record what was 
being said inhibited the natural flow of conversation, and caused the interviewees to be 
less comfortable in speaking freely.  It was therefore decided to simply engage in 
conversations with people in the communities, and discuss their thoughts on NGOs and 
GOs working where they live, capacitaciones given, what were the problems in the 
projects being carried out in the Cuenca, how they could be improved, etc.  See Appendix 
IV for some of the main questions asked in the field. 
 

 
 3.3 Interviewing extensionist agents 
 
The current discourse in development circles places heavy emphasis on horizontal 

development.  This means that it is community members themselves who are in charge of 
capacitating their peers.  Also called the promoter model, or ‘campesino a campesino’ 
(farmer to farmer approach), this model is used frequently in rural areas of Panama 
(Cochran, 2003).  It was thus thought important to include the opinions of extensionist 
agents, who constitute the middle ground between NGOs / GOs and the community.  

 
4.  Limitations 

 
A huge limitation in the methodology is the overwhelming lack of literature and 

past case studies on the subject of NGO / GO networks, partnerships and coordination.  
Development institutions are reviewed individually or two or three are compared to each 
other, there are not many studies done concerning the problems and difficulties of many 
organizations operating in the same area.  Thus the investigation in the PCW could not be 
modelled on or based on prior studies. 

 
 Another limitation is the fact that when interviewing NGOs / GOs representatives,  
more often than not, there is an attempt by the interviewee to promote the organisation 
and the work they are doing, and show all the positive aspects.  It thus becomes difficult 

 15



to get at the problems and areas that require improvement within the organisation.  There 
is a disincentive to talk about the negative aspects of the development work being done, 
and it is often easier to point fingers at others and their shortcomings.  A way this issue 
was tackled was by formulating more specific questions, and by guaranteeing the 
anonymity of the interviewees. 
   
 Finally, lack of time resulted in my inability to cover as much ground as would be 
desired for a project of this size.  It is important to note that the obtained results reflect 
interviews from 17 NGO / GO representatives, and members from 3 communities.  More 
research and investigations is definitely necessary, and more input from community 
members should be included. 
 
IV. Results and Discussion 
 

1. Different categories of projects in the Cuenca 
 

After primary research into the literature on the canal watershed, and several 
interviews with NGO representatives, GO representatives, extensionist agents and 
community members, many discoveries were made.  Firstly, a vast array of projects 
exists in the watershed, and many people are involved daily in the fight against poverty 
and environmental degradation.  From the visited projects and information obtained from 
institution representatives, the different activities in the Cuenca were divided into seven 
categories: 
 
1- education and research 
2- solid waste disposal 
3-  water and sanitation 
4-  eco-tourism  
5-  sustainable production practices 
6-  economic alternatives  
7-  reforestation 
 

Thus under these seven categories operate some 50 different organizations in the 
watershed.  Though almost all agencies involved in the watershed have an educational 
and research component to them (indeed a project uncomplemented by informing the 
stakeholders involved will lack sustainability), some organizations chose to make 
education their central mission. Thus they seek to raise awareness on various issues of 
concern to them, be it water contamination or the importance of the Harpie Eagle.  
Groups categorized under research are usually made up of experts in various domains, 
actively seeking to come up with new ways to improve living standards and enhance 
conservation, according to the specific conditions of the Canal Watershed.  The water and 
sanitation endeavours involve making water more accessible and potable, and the 
building of latrines and sceptic tanks.  Eco-tourism projects try to reconcile revenue 
generation for the community with the conservation of the natural resources, and solid 
waste disposal projects deal with minimizing pollution on land and in the water.   
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The reforestation category regroups all NGOs and GOs involved in projects which 
engage in reforestation activities in the Cuenca, be it via volunteers or through 
communities via incentives.  The economic alternatives category encompasses all NGOs 
and GOs involved in promoting economic development, ranging from supporting small / 
medium entrepreneurs, to enabling a better access to credit in banks.  Finally, sustainable 
production practices involves those entities which focus on elaborating and teaching new 
production methods to producers in the Cuenca.  These involve both farming and cattle 
ranching, and deal with technology and technique transfer, use of organic fertilizer, 
building more sanitary drinking areas for cows, etc.  Much overlap exists between each 
category, and most organisations in the Cuenca will be involved in a combination of the 
above types of activities.  Most organizations have a central focus however, and it is 
according to this focus that the categories were made. 
 

2. Problems according to NGO and  GO representatives 
 
                  2.1    Barriers to Coordination 
 

        2.1.1   Disagreement on role of development agencies 
 

Be the source of inspiration drawn from Vatican II, Marx, dependency theory, or 
Freirian “education for critical consciousness”, development agencies all seek to create 
changes in their milieus of operation to engender ‘development’ (Bebbington, 1997).  
The similarities in goal however stop there, as GOs and NGOs have very diverse 
interpretations of the definition of development, the way to go about it, what should be 
prioritized, what mechanisms to use, etc.  On the macro scale, this leads to both gaps and 
overlaps (Streeten, 1997).  Thus, the lack of coherence in vision and mission contributes 
strongly to coordination failure.  There is an urgent need to reconcile the micro and the 
macro, and to finally see the forest for the trees. 

 
In the watershed area, it was noted by several NGO and GO representatives that a 

key inhibitor to coordination was lack of agreement on roles and identities.  Some agents 
claim that the role of development workers is to work themselves out of a job (Cochran, 
Presentation), others think there will always be a need for development groups in the 
Cuenca (Pers. Comm.).  It has been noted however that there is a current trend in the 
Canal Watershed toward more community-based initiatives, and a move away from 
reliance on external actors (Briton, Pers. Comm.). 

 
Some have indicated that NGOs and GOs have too broad mission definitions, and 

that their mandate aims to cover too many issues, which results in their spreading 
themselves too thin.  These people are of the opinion that there is a need for 
specialization, and that every entity should go back to their roots and initial mission and 
accomplish it well, instead of trying to tackle too many demons at once. Others insist that 
NGOs and GOs should have a more centralized global objective, and work towards it 
together. 
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Unfortunately, conflicting opinions and beliefs are part of the development game, 
a game fraught with uncertainty and contradictions.  The situation is further complicated 
in Panama due to the high turn-over rates in the government ministry, leading to constant 
shifts in priorities (Pers. Comm.). 

 
2.1.2 Competition process 

 
As was shown earlier, the Canal Watershed projects in great part are financed by a 

single fund: the USAID / ACP fund.  The existence of a single source of funding for 
many organizations and projects leads to an atmosphere of rivalry and competition 
among actors, which is non-conducive to cooperation and the sharing of information 
(Pers. Comm.).  Exclusivity deals are another problem, organizations with competing 
priorities finger point, attack each other, and mistrust one another.  Competition is a fact 
of life for NGOs, because they want credit for what they do to secure future funding.  
Thus, the funding mechanism results in organizations finding themselves with the 
irreconcilable objectives of having to fight to maintain their organization alive (which can 
only be achieved through continued funding), and achieving the goals and mission for 
which their organization exists.  These goals can always be better achieved through 
cooperation and sharing of information, but this is at odds with competing for funds. 
 

The situation is further complicated by the implementation of sometimes conflicting 
objectives by different entities.  In example, there have been instances where an NGO 
will attempt to coordinate efforts for reforestation activities in a certain area, at the same 
time that another organisation will be trying to promote cattle ranching as an economic 
alternative (Ibañez, Pers. Comm.).   
 
 Many have stated that synchronisation of efforts does occur between NGOs and 
the government, where workshops, projects and information are shared, but that there is a 
significant lack of exchange between NGOs themselves.  It should also be noted that 
though the competition process for funding causes animosity and leads to results 
antagonistic with development objectives, it is also seen by some as a necessary 
procedure to obtain the best proposals at the least cost possible (Flores, Pers. Comm.). 
 

2.1.3 Lack of coordination mechanism 
 

Though the formal infrastructure for coordination in the Cuenca exists at the top, 
there is no formal NGO / GO coordination structure.  What is lacking is an integrated 
feedback mechanism (Jaramillo, Pers. Comm.).  Not only is there a duplication of 
projects taking place, but there is a duplication of investigations for information as well.  
More specifically, social and environmental diagnostics are being repeated because of 
lack of knowledge that they have already been done.  This lack of information sharing 
leads to a serious waste of precious resources, and is a big reason for the ‘over-
absorption’ of funds by the administration in GOs and NGOs (Heckadon, Pers. Comm). 

 
The situation in the canal watershed is further complicated by the fact that there are 

now many entities involved in the Cuenca which are not part of the USAID/ACP fund.  
Schools, private companies, religious groups, Rotary groups, academics, etc, are all 
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individual private entities which have begun to undertake their own initiatives in the 
watershed, which though well intentioned, result in a matrix of projects and contribute to 
the coordination failure in the region.  This is especially true of areas outside the Sub-
Cuenca pilot projects, which are much bigger and more difficult to manage.  This lack of 
institutionalized feedback mechanism between the different players involved in the canal 
region leads to contradictions and conflicting projects as noted above, and also leads to 
the mismanagement of resources. 

   
As described by Heckadon, the Cuenca is like a tree with many branches, on which 

grow many other branches, and on which grow moss and epiphytes.  Every interviewee 
has concurred that there is a lack of general guide, general diagnostic to enable all actors 
to work together as one coherent whole.  Ways to improve the mechanism in place and to 
build from it will be presented in the recommendations section. 
 

2.1.4 Lack of transparency and exchange 
 

The above mentioned sources of divergence in opinion result in the fact that there 
is a lack of exchange and transparency between the different actors involved.  There is a 
serious lack of sharing of information and experiences, some claim there are cases of 
favouritism whereby certain agencies are recipients of more information than others.  
This not only causes animosity between the GOs and NGOs, but puts those without vital 
environmental, socio-economic or technical knowledge at a disadvantage, and thereby 
impedes their ability to operate optimally.  In the end, every project becomes a small 
island (Briton, Pers. Comm.). 

 
The lack of exchange and transparency between organisations also leads to 

problems whereby some priorities are not met, i.e. there are gaps in the cuenca which no 
one is filling, because all assume that ‘some other project must be taking care of it’ (Pers. 
Comm.).  This is dangerous because often times, if the basic necessities and building 
blocks in a community are not in place, other more extensive activities will fall through 
as a result. 
 

2.2 Other Problems according to NGO and  GO representatives 
 

2.2.1 Disconnect between administration and field 
 

Most NGOs and GOs in the watershed have two components to them: an office 
based in Panama city, and a team of technicians and capacitators which go out to the 
field.  Sometimes the same staff members carry out both roles, but more often there is a 
division of labor between the field and the office.  The fact that many interviewed 
organizations have signalled a disconnect between administration and field work is 
worrisome.  Firstly, such a disconnect between the two equates a lack of organization and 
communication between those who lay out the project guidelines and allocate the 
resources, and those who execute the activities in the communities.  Secondly, it 
inevitably leads to inefficiency on both sides.  Meaning that if the administration does not 
know exactly what the capacitators and technicians are doing, this means that those in the 
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field probably do not know what their fellow co-workers in the field are doing, leading to 
gaps and duplication.  Also, if the administration of the GO or NGO lacks good 
communication and coordination with those in the field, it may lead to inefficiency on its 
part.  Such inefficiency leads to wasted resources, be they man-power, monetary or 
capital.  Indeed, it is the worry of many that administration in development projects 
absorbs too much money, and not enough is channelled to the community as a result 
(Heckadon, Pers. Comm.). 
 

2.2.2 Lack of long-term evaluation 
 

The development enterprise is one where changes have to be made quickly, and the 
different actors must adapt to fastly changing conditions.  Thus, projects are structured to 
tackle issues in a timely manner, and create changes within the time-constraints linked 
with budget limits.  Being accountable to the donors which finance their activities, the 
GOs and NGOs must be able to show the ‘fruits of their labor’, in order to continue to 
survive as an organisation, and to keep receiving funds.  The fundamental problem with 
this structure is the fact that changes take time, and when one speaks of sustainable 
development, the emphasis should be on the sustainability.  Sustainability requires long-
term effects and impacts, and thus there is a need for evaluations of the projects 
undertaken further down the line.  Follow-ups are necessary, even after the entity has ‘left 
the community’.  Many institution representatives are aware of the dangers of lack of 
continuation and support systems for the success of their projects, yet little is being done 
on this issue.   
 

3. Problems according to community members 
 
3.1 Disconnect between the theoretical and the practical 

 
A problem evoked by many community members in Ella Puru, Santa Rosa, Cerro 

Cama and Gatuncillo is the fact that in the workshops and capacitaciones they are given 
by the different entities involved in their communities, there is a gap between the 
theoretical and the practical.  That is to say, what is learned in the informative sessions is 
not well suited and often not well related to the community’s context, and with 
questionable applicability.  Also, complaints by extensionist agents that what they are 
told to teach and promote is ill-suited to the educational capabilities of the campesinos 
they work with, and that the sessions given lack practical aspects in general.  The 
promoters further claim that they do not have enough time to teach all they would like to, 
and that the NGO and GO interventions lack continuity and repetition.  What the 
promoters take several weeks or months to learn, they often have to transfer it back to 
their community in a matter of hours, and feel they are unable to transfer the skills and 
techniques well. It takes time to change production techniques for example, or to 
implement alternative economic activities.  Extensionist agents have also alluded to the 
problem of lack of support from their NGOs / GOs, and that more resources should be put 
at their disposal, to optimize their teaching capacities toward their community. 
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3.2 Too many capacitaciones 
 

An important finding in carrying out research in the communities of the canal 
watershed was the fact that many felt overwhelmed by too many capacitaciones.  
Needing their full days’ work to carry out their daily economic and household activities, 
charlas place a burden on individuals.  This is further complicated by the fact that 
because the different workshops are coming from different organizations, they may be 
getting the same information sessions twice, or worse, contradictory information by the 
various agencies involved.  The problem is thus not of too many capacitating seances by 
the same NGO or GO, but too many sessions in total, by too many agencies.  It has 
further been reported that the presence of too many organisations in a community, 
whether simultaneously or in different time frames creates a sense of confusion among 
community members, as different practices and methods of operation are adopted.  For 
example, some organizations will pay a certain salary for local cooks to make food for 
the workers and technicians, whereas other organisations will pay less.  In other cases, 
some development agencies will provide incentives for reforestation activities for 
example, whereas other agencies will not.  This lack of coherence between different 
groups leads to false expectations by the community, and lose-lose situations where an 
organisation cannot afford to pay every worker for the work they do in their own 
community, and where no one in the community will want to do the work if it is 
comparatively underpaid.  Such distorting effects create serious impediments to the 
operations of projects in the cuenca. 
 

3.3 Lack of tangibles and immediate results 
 

It has been reported by both institution representatives and community members that 
lack of participation and motivation are key inhibitors to the success of any given project.  
Such participation and motivation problems can be due to many different things, for 
example disillusionment from past failures, lack of organisation in the community, or 
lack of interest for new activities in their community.  But these are often occasioned by a 
lack of tangibles and immediate results.  If the community members do not see quick and 
concrete results from the endeavours of the agency they are to collaborate with, they will 
lose faith in the project’s viability.  In a world of increasing discourse on the importance 
of participatory development, community members must be involved and enthusiastic 
through all stages of the project in question, to ensure the project’s success. 
 

3.4 More emphasis given on what NGOs and GOs are willing to give, not what on 
the community needs 
 
In the development world, agencies are usually set up with a particular 

overarching vision or mission laid out, and try to apply these to create changes in line 
with their mandate where they see fit.  Communities thus sometimes feel prey to the 
agency’s orthodoxy and priorities, which can often be at odds with the community’s 
priorities.  Thus in the Cuenca del Canal, many interviewees have expressed their concern 
that NGO and GO visions are prioritised over what the community really needs.  For 
example, in one community it was mentioned that instead of channelling all efforts 
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toward sustainable production practices and focusing solely on agriculture, more up to 
date technology is needed, for the modernisation of the town and the education and future 
of their children.  Many have pointed to the need to diversify their income base, and that 
though conservation and environmental health activities are necessary, the future 
economic viability of communities must be considered.  People can’t eat trees, and 
money doesn’t grow on trees either.  Reforestation and conservation projects should be 
complemented by activities aimed at increasing productivity (Heckadon, Pers. Comm.). 

 
High schools are severely lacking in the Cuenca for example, an issue that is not 

being adequately addressed by the government and the NGOs in the Cuenca, though 
many community members have been asking for the building and staffing of high schools 
for a long time. 

 
3.5 Uncertainty 

 
Lack of communication and transparency on the part of organisations lead to 

uncertainty by community members.  Confusion about goals and objectives of projects, 
and the means by which they operate was mentioned as a preoccupation for community 
members.  Uncertainty about the long-term outcome of the activities being done in the 
community, and the project’s viability also create uncertainty.  Finally, the possibility of 
the expansion of the Canal leading to possible relocation of populations, further 
complicates the scene in which NGOs and GOs operate. 
 
 

4. Recommendations according to NGO and GO  representatives 
 

4.1 Coordination – a multi-level approach 

Coordination between development entities is a multi-dimensional affair.  Active 
efforts must be made to ensure it happens at every level.  Below are some of the 
suggestions made by interviewees on how to enhance coordination in the Cuenca.  The 
question of coordination was addressed by every interviewed institution representative, 
and their suggestions will be characterised by means (mechanism) and ends (objective).  
As mentioned by Candelo et al., writing from the perspective of Colombian NGOs, 
“NGOs are very knowledgeable at the micro level, but have made few proposals for 
macro level change, because that has not been the domain of their work” (Bebbington, 
1997). 
 

4.2 The recommended mechanisms: 
 

Several ideas were put forward by representatives of institutions on the 
mechanisms by which coordination could be enhanced in the watershed.  Firstly, a 
dynamic web page was proposed, as an easy and easily available way of ensuring that 
everyone can stay up to date on each others’ activities.  Thus if organisation x posts that it 
will be holding a capacitacion in community y, other organisations not only know not to 
hold a capacitacion on that same day, but they also have the possibility of attending to the 
workshop given, to learn from organisation x and complement what is being done by 
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adding its input.  Open forums, work tables and workshops are other suggested 
mechanisms by which coordination may be enhanced. Kahn recommends workshops 
designed to teach inter-action skills and to provide a common experience base for the 
participants, as well as an information coordinator to equalize the flow if information 
between organizations (Kahn, 1999).  What is important is that the systems’ priorities be 
set, responsibilities allocate, and common agendas formed (Ibañez, Pers. Comm.). 
 

 Such opportunities for community members, technicians, NGO and GO 
representatives, administrators, donors, etc. to meet, exchange and debate key issues 
would prove very fruitful, and permit optimal results.  A greater number of consultations 
with communities, and enhanced participatory procedures would no doubt help in 
catering best to the needs of community members, for which the projects are done in the 
first place.  Lastly, the establishment of alliances and networks was mentioned on several 
occasions by interviewees, as important ways to bring about a better sense of partnership 
between entities, and institutionalize coordination in the Cuenca del Canal.  Attention 
must be given to ensuring that every actor be included in such networks, including the 
private sector, which has gained prominence in the watershed recently (Pers. Comm.). 

 
 

4.3 Make full use of mechanism in place + improve it 
 

It is too easy to say that the entire system needs to be re-vamped, and that a new 
infrastructure needs to be put in place.  Almost all interviewees have agreed that the 
above-described ACP/USAID funding structure, with its administrators, has weaknesses.  
But despite these lackings, the experience and expertise within this framework should not 
be overlooked.  What is needed is to use the mechanism to its full potential, and to build 
up its capacity.  It has been suggested that such entities as ACP, Natura and CICH engage 
more actively with GO and NGO projects, and in consulting with communities.  The two 
administrators, AED and Natura, should work more closely together, and increase their 
functions to include more exchange and sharing of information and coordination between 
the different projects they administrate.  Some have even suggested a fusion of the two, 
or a co-administration of the funding provided by ACP and USAID. 

 
 Furthermore, a mechanism for conflict resolution was recommended, and a 
participatory framework should be used, thereby including all stakeholders in the Cuenca.   
The information used and diffused by those agencies should be made available to all 
(Pers. Comm.). 
 

4.4 Need for long-term evaluation 
 

There is a call for a more long-term approach in the implementation of projects in the 
Cuenca, and this requires many modifications in the elaboration of projects.  Right now, 
most projects’ evaluations are done immediately after the projects are finished, with 
organisations proudly showing improved socio-economic and environmental factors.  
However, in ensuring the sustainability of a project in a community, revision in the long-
run must occur to measure whether these improved factors have kept up.  Thus, change is 
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needed in the formulating of projects, to incorporate a more future-orientated vision.  
Firstly, the review of the impacts of project activities should be included in the original 
design of the project plan, to ensure the funds and man-power are available when the time 
for project evaluation comes.  Complementary to that, there is a need to change donor 
mentality, to make it understood that changes take time, and that time is needed before an 
true analysis of the situation can be made post-project.  Lastly, the results of short term 
and long term impacts of projects on communities should be analysed and published, to 
inform development practitioners aware of the implications of sustainable project 
implementation. 
  

4.5 Need for more transparency 
 

The sharing of information between everyone is vital, as all have important 
experiences and lessons to share and learn from each other.  All agencies agree that 
everything must be made public, and that information, new techniques, diagnostics and 
outcomes (short run and long run) of projects should be published.  Budget, time frame of 
project, area, personnel, failures and successes should be made known to all also.  Such 
openness is conducive to better communication between NGOs and GOs.  Many 
interviewees have warned however of the free rider problem, i.e. that some organisations 
may be tempted to take advantage of all the information available, and have no incentive 
to reciprocate.  It must be ensured then, that the information comes from all sides and 
includes all. 
 

4.6 Empowerment and Decentralization 
 

Another solution that has been put forward by some calls for a structural change in 
power relations.  It is said that because of the centralized nature of the Panamanian 
government, where the president has the final decision in everything, this results in 
broader, sweeping policies in the Cuenca and in the country relating to NGO and GO 
projects, which do not address the particular needs of each community (Pers. Comm.).  
Thus it has been recommended that decentralization of power and the empowerment of 
more local governments, i.e at the district level and at the corregimiento level, would lead 
to more coordination of efforts in the particular area by those whose jurisdiction it is to 
oversee the development of the region.  Increasing power locally will lead to better 
addressing the particular conditions and needs of the community in question, and more 
specifically target the problems in a particular region as opposed to sweeping 
generalizations of projects for all of the Cuenca. 
 

5. Recommendations according to community members 
 

5.1  More horizontal development 
 

In general among community members, there is a call for more participatory 
approaches at all levels of projects in the Cuenca.  In the literature (Cochran, 2003; 
Fischer, 2000; Kahn 1997) and in the field, unanimously is horizontal development hailed 
as a solution to ensuring the sustainability of projects, empower communities, and ensure 
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coordination.  The promoter method, or campesino to campesino, has shown great 
success world-wide, and among NGO and GO initiatives in the Canal watershed.  It has 
been suggested by community members that more projects need to be carried out 
according to this model.  Though this involves difficulties and perhaps more time, as two 
steps are required, the training and technical transfers to promoters, and then the training 
and technical transfer to community members, the long-term benefits are many.  The 
promoter method permits more adaptation to local conditions, more continuous contact 
between the community and the ‘trainers’, and makes the community more self-reliable 
and less dependent on outsiders.  It is of great importance to the interviewed community 
members that community needs and initiatives be promoted, and this needs to happen 
through more organization and empowerment.   
 

5.2 Capacitaciones to cater to the needs of the stakeholders 
 

As mentioned above, the needs of community members must be catered to, and more 
emphasis on what the community wants, and less on what the NGO or GO can offer must 
be made.  The time has come for a less supply-driven, and a more demand-driven shift to 
take place.  The institutions and NGOs that are implementing projects must modify their 
approach to ensure that it responds to the needs of farmers (Fischer, 2000).  Mentions of 
fear of loss of culture, history, traditions, religion were made.  There is also a need for 
more cultural sensitivity.  Evaluations of projects should be done openly and honestly, 
with the possibility for discussion and criticisms on both sides.  Sometimes more 
repetition is required during capacitaciones, for concepts and skills to be better grasped, 
and thus duplication of efforts will sometimes be needed, but the development 
organisations should remember in whose interests above all the interventions are for. 

 
5.3 Need for tangibles and immediate results 

 
As mentioned in the problems section, there is a need for tangibles and concrete 

immediate results to earn the trust and participation of project participants, i.e. 
community members.  There have been too many failed projects, lack of continuity and 
false expectations created in the Cuenca, said a member from one of the visited 
communities, people are disillusioned and unwilling to embark on new projects 
promising big rewards.  Thus, NGO and GO representatives must be attentive to the 
peoples’ needs, and work together with them to try and reconcile those necessities with 
the mission of the organisation he / she represents. 
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6. Summary of Results 
 

Summary Table of Problems and Solutions Identified by  
NGO / GO representatives 

 
Problems Solutions – Objectives Solutions - Mechanisms 

1- Lack of coordination due 
to: 

Use + better the mechanism 
already established 

Dynamic web page 

a) different vision of role of 
development agencies 

Coordination at all levels 
and between all groups 
should be established 

Open forums 

b) competitive selection 
process 

Increase exchange between 
entities 

Work tables / workshops 

c) lack of formal 
mechanism 

Empower communities More consulting with 
communities 

d) lack of exchanges 
between entities 

Establish a more long-run 
orientated vision of projects 

Establishment of alliances 
and networks 

2- Lack of long-term 
evaluation of projects 

More decentralization + 
empowerment of local 
authorities 

 

3- Lack of connection 
between administration and 
the field 

  

 
NB: the problems, solution objectives and solution mechanisms of the same row are not 
related to each other; each column list was done independently of the other categories. 
 

Summary Table of Problems and Solutions Identified by 
Community Members 

 
Problems Solutions – Objectives 

Lack of coordination 
between agencies 

More coordination 
involving community 

Disconnect between the 
theoretical and practical 

More horizontal 
development 

Too many capacitaciones Capacitaciones more fitted 
to community needs 

Lack of rapid and concrete 
results 

More concrete and rapid 
results 

Uncertainty  
Not enough attention to 
what community wants 

 

 
NB: the problems and solution objectives of the same row are not related to each other; 
each column list was done independently of the other category. 
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7. Natural alliances 

 
With the above enumerated difficulties in the carrying out of projects, and the 

recommendations made by the different stakeholders, a clear problem which stands out is 
that of coordination.  A point on which all agree is the need for more transparency and 
openness in projects, and more sharing of experiences and information.  It is thus in this 
spirit that the following tables were made.  The first places each interviewed NGO and 
GO according to its category.  The second table categorises the different entities into the 
Peace Corps’ programs of action (SAS, CEC, CED, EH).  This organisation of the 
different agencies at work in the Cuenca seeks to show the possibility for natural 
alliances and partnerships between the different actors of development in the watershed 
region, which could even potentially be extrapolated to the country as a whole. 
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NGOs in Watershed Area, Categorized According to Type of Project 
 

 
 

 

Education 
and 

Research 

Ecotourism Solid 
Waste 

Sustainable 
Production 

Water and 
Sanitation 

Economic 
Alternatives 

Reforestation

CEASPA CICA APRONAD FUDIS FTP CONNEP APASAN 
CELA Fundacion 

Panama 
FUNDECO 
PANAIDIS 

IDEAS APRONAD APASAN CINAP 

 Sociedad 
Audubon de 

Panama 

Fundacion 
Panama 

 FAS CONEP DES-EX 

 Fundacion 
Avifauna 
Eugene 

Eisemann 

FAS PROCOSOL PROCOSOL   

 CEASPA  SONDEAR GEMAS   
   FUNDICCEP    
   CREA    
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NGOs in Watershed Area, Categorized According  
to Peace Corps Framework 

 
 
 

Name of NGO Sustainable 
Agriculture 

Systems 

Community 
Environ- 
mental 

Conservation

Community 
Economic 

Development 

Environmen-
tal Health 

FUDIS X  X  
Fundación Avifauna 
Eugene Eisemann 

 X   

Fundo Peregrinó  X   
SONDEAR X X   
APASAN  X X  

IDEAS X    
Fundación Panamá  X  X 

FTP    X 
JICA     

CELA   X  
CEASPA  X   

CREA X    
APRONAD  X X X 
PROCOSOL X  X X 

DES-EX  X   
CONEP  X X  
GEMAS    X 

CICA  X   
CINAP  X   

FAS  X  X 
FUNDECO 
PANAIDIS 

 X  X 

FUNDICCEP X    
Sociedad Audubon 

de Panamá 
 X   
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V. Recommendations for Future Work 
 

1. Extrapolating the findings to Panama as a whole 
 

Most of the NGO and GO representatives interviewed have agreed that a good 
number of the problems and recommendations outlined above can be extrapolated to 
Panama as a whole, and indeed to the developing world in general.  More interviews with 
communities is needed, and there is a need to make the research more participatory by 
including stakeholders at every level.  Perhaps establishing meetings with both NGO / 
GO reps and members of the communities could prove beneficial. 

 
2. Keeping the ball rolling 

 
Unfortunately, this network of NGO and Governmental Partners for the Peace 

Corps Panama is incomplete, it constitutes but a fraction of the institutions in the 
watershed area, and does not include any NGOs or government agencies from outside the 
Cuenca.  A partnership goes two ways, which is why copies of this report, were given to 
the various NGO / GO representatives involved in its creation.  In this spirit, it is hoped 
that this endeavor in trying to coordinate the different entities in Panama will be 
continued and built on from the groundwork that has already been laid out.  Including the 
concerns and recommendations of all involved, and sharing the results, is primordial in 
the success of such a project. 
 
The following is recommended to interns and researchers undertaking a follow-up to this 
investigation: 
 
- include more community visits, and the input of more community members 
- need to interview more NGO and GO representatives outside of the USAID / ACP 

fund, i.e. those receiving funding from outside sources 
- need to interview NGO and GO representatives on what kind of work / projects they 

do outside of la Cuenca, to have a bigger picture of the work being done, for possible 
alliances and networks at the nation-level 

 
 
V1. Conclusions    
 

1. A New Role for the Peace Corps? 
 

Though the Peace Corps was never mentioned explicitely during interviews, nor a 
future role for them asked to interviewees, it is interesting to note that several NGO and 
GO representatives mentioned a possibility for Peace Corps to act as a coordinating 
agent.  Indeed, it appeared that many felt that volunteers could provide a positive 
feedback mechanism between different agencies, and because they would not necessarily 
be affiliated with a particular NGO or project, they could be more neutral representatives 
of the area of the Cuenca del Canal.  Some NGOs which already have Peace Corps 
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Volunteers working with them, such as CICA and CREA, have bragged that they made 
good use of their PCV as an intermediary between themselves (the organisation) and the 
community.  It is in light of this that some have suggested that the role of PCVs could be 
expanded to include that of intermediary between communities, organisations 
(governmental and non) and donors. 

 
A warning is warranted here, as this was mentioned only by a few institution 

representatives, and further research and interviews should be conducted into the 
possibilities and effects of expanding the role of PCVs.  Perhaps it could be tested in 
smaller regions first, to see whether PCVs can act as catalysts for increased coordination 
and integration in the Canal watershed. 
 

2. Concluding remarks 
 
Now more than ever, with current talks on the potential expansion of the Canal, 

coordination and partnerships will have to be made, and community organizations 
reinforced, to permit the greatest efficiency and optimize the results for all stakeholders 
involved.  The achievement of goals of rural development and conservation will depend 
on the commitment of all stakeholders in this endeavour, and it is hoped that the present 
report will contribute to the implementation of organisational mechanisms, and the 
elaboration of further investigations into coordination and the implementation of 
networks. 
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Appendix I – Summary information for each NGO / GO interviewed 
 

1. Name of organization: FUDIS: Fundacion para el Desarrollo  
 Integrado Sustentable 

2. Mission: To promote integrated sustainable development in Panama, with the goal 
of bettering the quality of life of the most vulnerable population sectors 

3. Areas of Action: Local development, environmental management, empowering of 
small and medium scale enterprises, consulting services 

4. Project Category: Agricultural, environmental, small/medium business projects  
5. Projects in watershed area: In Gatuncillo, Colon, sustainable cattle ranching 

projects 
6. Past / Present Partners: MIDA, ANAM, FIS, INA-FORP, UNICEF, FIA 
7. Coordinates: www.fudis.info, Telefax: 260-3108 

 
1. Name of organization: Fundacion Avifauna Eugene Eisemann 
2. Mission: To protect the birds of Panama and their habitats 
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3. Areas of Action: Promoting sustainable ecotourism, education on actions 
necessary to protect birds, protection of land of vital importance to birds in 
Panama, to work in partnership with the government, NGOs and the private sector 
to work for the conservation of birds 

4. Project Category: ecotourism, conservation, education 
5. Projects in watershed area: Ecotourism in the communities of Ella Puru and 

Santa Rosa, outside Gamboa 
6. Past / Present Partners: Fundacion Audubun, CICA 
7. Coordinates: www.avifauna.org.pa, Tel: 264-6266 
 
1. Name of organization: Fondo Perigrino 
2. Mission: To work internationally for bird conservation.  To conserve the 

environment, restoration of species and habit of endangered bird species. 
3. Areas of Action: Raising awareness, restoration of bird species, breeding and 

releasing, scientific research 
4. Project Category: Conservation, education, public awareness 
5. Projects in watershed area: Education and awareness projects in community of 

Santa Rosa, Panama. 
6. Past / Present Partners:  
7. Coordinates: www.fondoperegrino.org, tel: 317-0350, fax: 317-0064 
 
1. Name of organization: SONDEAR: Sociedad Nacional para el Desarrollo de 

Empresas y Areas Rurales 
2. Mission: To mitigate the effects of poverty through promoting rural economic 

development, in its human dimension, productive, social and environmental, and 
to act as a vehicle toward the market and responding integrally to sustainability 
criteriae 

3. Areas of Action: Socio-economic investigations, technical assistance, capacitating 
activities, institutional strengthening, community organization and participation, 
small business development 

4. Project Category: Research, consultation, sustainable agriculture, economic 
development 

5. Projects in watershed area: Past / Present Partners:  
6. Coordinates: Tel: 279-0421 / 260-2880, Fax: 279-0423, email: tnspa@sinfo.net 
 
1. Name of organization: IDEAS: Institución para el desarrollo Económico Auto-

Sostenible 
2. Mission: NGO with Christian values which promotes transforming sustainable 

development to the population of Panama, organizing, empowering and giving it 
opportunities for self-management to better its quality of life, mediating integral 
education, accessorizing and financing. 

3. Areas of Action: Workshops, technical transfer, organic production methods, 
resource management 

4. Project Category: Finding economic alternatives, sustainable production methods 
5. Projects in watershed area: Adoption of sustainable agriculture techniques in 

Hules-Tinajones 
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6. Past / Present Partners: Fundeprove 
7. Coordinates: www.ideasong.org, 998-0328, 998-0976, fax: 998-0321 
 
1. Name of organization: Fundacion Panama 
2. Mission: To develop and execute actions for the promotion of conservation and 

adequate management of natural resources and the environment, to achieve a 
(sana) life for future generations 

3. Areas of Action: Management of natural resources, capacitating activities, 
scientific research on biodiversity, ecotourism, strengthening of local NGOs and 
organizations, environmental education 

4. Project Category: research, education, conservation, ecotourism 
5. Projects in watershed area: management of natural resources in Colon and 

Chorrera, basic sanitation in Lago Alajuela, Colon, ecotourism in Gamboa, Colon, 
environmental education in Capira, Panama 

6. Past / Present Partners: ANAM, AMP, MEDUCA, APRODECA, UNIPAN, 
ANAGAN, COSAFIT 

7. Coordinates: www.fundacionpanama.org, tel: 263-5625, fax: 264-6229 
 
1. Name of organization: FTP: Fundacion Tecnologica de Panama 
2. Mission: Water quality, sanitation and capacitation, guarantees for a better life 
3. Areas of Action: building and bettering of latrines in communities, building and 

bettering of aqueducts, water sanitation projects, education  
4. Project Category: T echnical assistance, technical transfer, capacitation 
5. Projects in watershed area:  
6. Past / Present Partners: FAS 
7. Coordinates: amador.hassell@utp.ac.pa, tel: 260-0616, 260-0849 
 
1. Name of organization: Fundacion Natura 
2. Mission: To better conservation of the environment in Panama, a shared 

responsibility, it supports environmental initiatives of NGOs, education groups, 
community projects, and ANAM operations. 

3. Areas of Action: Funds administrator, recuperation of depletable resources, 
research for sustainable production options, soliciting community participation for 
the formulation and management of projects, strengthening of NGO capacities 

4. Project Category: Administration, conservation, sustainable production 
5. Projects in watershed area: See appendix VI 
6. Past / Present Partners: See appendix VI 
7. Coordinates: www.naturapanama.org 
 
1. Name of organization: JICA: Japan International Cooperation Agency 
2. Mission: To act as a bridge between Japan and developing countries, to promote 

international cooperation through the exchange of knowledge and experiences, 
and working to construct a more pacific and prosperous world 

3. Areas of Action: Technical capacitating activities, sending of exports, donation of 
equipment, development studies, emergency auxiliary for natural disasters, 
support for governmental and non-governmental organizations 
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4. Project Category: Research, technical support, funding 
5. Projects in watershed area: Participatory community development and integrated 

management, Alhauela Lake Subcuenca 
6. Past / Present Partners: ANAM, MIDA, FIS, IPACCOP, AMP, MINSA 
7. Coordinates: http://www.jica.go.jp/panama/index.html, Tel: 264-9406, 264-9669, 

264-9259, fax: 264-9958 
 

1. Name of organization: CELA: Centro de Estudios Latinoamericanos 
2. Mission: Associaton of professional scholars devoted to and commited to the 

development of the social sciences in Panama and Latin America. 
3. Areas of Action: Bridge the absence of social research centre in the national 

context, links with similar institutions abroad, acts as a consulting firm, executes 
national studies 

4. Project Category: Research, consulting 
5. Projects in watershed area:  
6. Past / Present Partners:  
7. Coordinates: cela@cableonda.net, tel: 223-0028, fax: 269-2032 
 
1. Name of organization: CEASPA: Center for Research and Social Action 
2. Mission: To work for sustainable human development and democracy through 

citizen empowerment and the promotion of greater participation by different 
sectors of society. 

3. Areas of Action: Ensuring the long term viability of protected area, increasing 
local ability to conserve and use area’s resources sustainably, preserving the 
cultural heritage, open new horizons for social and economic development. 

4. Project Category: Conservation, ecotourism, research 
5. Projects in watershed area: Ecotourism project in San Lorenzo, Achiote 
6. Past / Present Partners: INAC, ARI, ANAM, IPAT 
7. Coordinates: www.sanlorenzo.org.pa, tel: 226-6602, fax: 226-5320 
 
1. Name of organization: CREA: Conservation, Research, Education, Action 
2. Mission: Finding a balance between man and nature 
3. Areas of Action: Environmental education, scientific research, sustainable 

development projects  
4. Project Category: research, education, sustainable agriculture projects 
5. Projects in watershed area: Sustainable agriculture projects in Capira, Panama 
6. Past / Present Partners: CATIE, MIDA 
7. Coordinates: www.crea-panama.org, tel: 317-0720 
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Appendix II – Map of canal watershed area + communities visited 

 

 
 
Appendix III- Questionnaire for NGO / GO representatives 

 

 1.   Name of org. 

2.   Position within the org. 

3. Mandate / goals of org. 

4. Number of people part of staff 

5. How long has the org. been involved in Panama? 

6. Funding – principal funders 

7. Funding – how process works, how long? 

8. What work they do 

9. Categorize it (agricultural, environmental, social, ecotourism, educational) 
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10. Categorize framework – institutional, grassroots, funding, participatory, 

training, contracting 

11. Projects going on right now 

12. Projects in watershed area 

13. Exact location 

14. Who do you work with?  NGOs, governments, institutions? 

15. Potential partners? 

16. Successes (micro / macro) 

17. Failures (micro / macro) 

18. Areas to improve 

19. In particular project, do you think there is overlap with what you do and what 

other orgs. do? 

20. If so, how could this issue be addressed? 

21. How can communication and coordination between orgs. be improved? 

22. Possible site / field visits? 

23. Contact info of key NGOs in water shed area? 

24. Gaps to be filled / what is missing internally (within your organization) 

25. Gaps to be filled / what is missing in la Cuenca 

 

Appendix IV- Questionnaire for community members 
 
- Which NGOs work in you community? 

- What is the NGO’s goal, what do they do? 

- What projects are currently being done? 

- What are the advantages of having this NGO? 

- What are the disadvantages of having this NGO? 

- How can the NGO improve the work they are doing? 

- How much overlap do you feel there are in projects taking place? 

- How much do you feel the NGOs communicate / coordinate between each other? 

- If not, how could this be remedied? 
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Appendix V – List of Interviewees and Personal Communications  
      (alphabetical) 

 
Interviewee Organisation 
Apgar, Marina AED 

Armando Palma, Jose Fundacion Panama 
Briton, Elvin Fundacion Natura 
Curti, Marta Fondo Peregrino 

Elton, Charlotte CEASPA 
de la Estrilla, Ezequiel JICA 

Flores, Elsa UTP 
Heckadon-Moreno, Stanley STRI 

Holmes, Ignacia CREA 
Ibanez, Roberto STRI and AED 
Jaen, Maritza SONDEAR 

Jaramillo, Pablo FUDIS 
Rosa, Maria Fundacion Avifauna Eugene Eisenmann 

Saavedra, Sydney FTP 
Soliz, Demetrio CELA 
Vallarino, Oscar Executive Director, CICH 
Vasquez, Tomas APASAN 
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Appendix VI - Charts showing the governmental and non governmental organisations in the Canal Watershed 
 
 

 

FUNDACIÓN NATURA 

FONDO PARA LA CONSERVACIÓN Y RECUPERACIÓN DE LA CHCP. 

 

    

ORGANIZACIÓN TITULO DE LA PROPUESTA RESPO. DEL PROYECTO CORREO ELECTRONICO TELÉFONO 

ica de Panamá (FTP) - Universidad Tecnológica de Programa de Saneamiento Básico en las Subcuencas 
de los ríos Los Hules, Tinajones y Caño Quebrao. 
Título presentado: Calidad de Agua, Saneamiento y 
Capacitación, Garantía para una Vida Mejor 

Sidney Saavedra, Elsa Flores sidney.saavedra@utp.ac.pa / elsa.flores@utp.ac.pa 260-0549 / 290-8412                            260-0616 

ara el Desarrollo de Empresas y Áreas Rurales Establecimiento y Fortalecimiento de Comités 
Locales por subcuenca en la  Cuenca Hidrgráfica del 
Canal de Panamá 

Lourdes Contreras tnspa@sinfo.net / sondear@sinfo.net 260-2880 / 279-0421 279-0423 

mailto:sidney.saavedra@utp.ac.pa
mailto:tnspa@sinfo.net


atinoamericanos (CELA) Diseño y Ejecución de Capacitaciones y Acciones 
de Sensibilización para el Fortalecimiento de la 
Capacidad de Gestión de las Comunidades en la 
Subcuenca del río Gatuncillo 

Magela Cabrera cela@cableonda.net / magelaca@yahoo.com / 
gatuncillocela@cableonda.net / www.celapanama.org 

223-0028 / 226-2053 269-2032 

ón Panameña para la Sostenibilidad de la Agricultura y 
es (APASAN) /  Colegio de Ingenieros Agrónomos de 

Reforestación Selectiva en la Subcuenca del río 
Gatuncillo  

Tomás Vásquez, Rafael Tirado apasanpma@cwpanama.net /  tom_vas2002@yahoo.com /  
tirdel@cwpanama.net / mitsugid_12@hotmail.com 

236-4914 / 236-76-57  236-76-57 

 41



ión de Desarrollo Sostenible y la Exportación  (DES-
arpatos, S.A. 

Reforestación de Fuentes de Agua en Las 
Subcuencas de los ríos Los Hules, Tinajones y Caño 
Quebrao 

Manuel A. Rodes G. vasquezcons@cwpanama.net / rodes56@yahoo.com 317-6510  317-9861 

romoción de Nuevas Alternativas de Desarrollo Mejoramiento de la Estructura Sanitaria de la 
Actividad Porcina en la subcuenca del río Gatuncillo 

Milixa Muñoz milidama@yahoo.com /  gatuncillapronad@cableonda.net 264-2940  264-2940 

ón Orgánica y Comercialización Solidaria - 
MA 

Campaña de Educación y Capacitación para el 
Manejo Adecuado de Agroquímicos en las 
Subcuencas de los ríos Los Hules, Tinajones y Caño 
Quebrado  

Vielka del C. Bermúdez comunalrey@hotmail.com 223-4025    
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Proyectos del Fondo 
Complementario USAID  Organización Proyecto 

 
Coordinador/a 

 
Lugar Teléfono E-mail 

FAS 

Proyecto de Mejoramiento de las Condiciones de Saneamiento de 7 
comunidades de las subcuencas de los ríos Ciri Grande y Trinidad en 
el Distrito de Capira. 
 

Milagros Díaz   

Comunidades de las 
subcuencas de los ríos Ciri 
Grande y Trinidad en el 
Distrito de Capira 

 
228-3882 
6581-0552 

faspanama2003@yahoo.com
mildmarin@yahoo.com  

PROCOSOL Proyecto Agua y Producción Agrícola Sostenible 
 

Vielka 
Bermudez 
 
 
Reynaldo 
Bermúdez 
 
Moisés Pinzón 

 
5 comunidades de Capira 

 
225-1428 
227-4025 
6508-6299 
6508-6299 
 
 
6512-9258 

 
procosol@eudoramail.com  

APASAN 
Proyecto El Bambú, Alternativa Ecológica, Social y Económicamente 
Sostenible en la Cuenca Hidrográfica del Canal. 
 

Nuevo Ocú y Salamanca 

 
236-7657 
236-4914 
629-3585 

apasan@cwpanama.net  Rosemery 
Rodríguez rosy-2000@usa.net 

Fundación 
Panamá 

Proyecto de Saneamiento Básico a Nivel Doméstico en Cinco 
Comunidades del Lago Alhajuela, dentro del Parque Nacional Chagres. 
 

Julio Moreno 

 5 Comunidades del Lago 
Alhajuela, dentro del 
Parque Nacional Chagres. 
 

 
264-6229 
264-6229 

funpanama@yahoo.com  

FUNDECO 
Proyecto Manejo Integral de los Desechos Sólidos y Líquidos en las 
comunidades de Escobal y Nuevo Vigía en el Distrito de Colón, 
Provincia de Colón 

Guadalupe 
Osorio  
 
Irasema 

Comunidades de Escobal y 
Nuevo Vigía en el Distrito 
de Colón 

260-5406 
265-5314 
6637-5382 
6584-0853 

 
mhquez@pa.inter.net  

PANAIDIS 
 

 
aosorio@cableonda.net 
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Proyectos en las Subcuencas Los Hules-Tinajones y Caño Quebrado financiados por el Fondo USAID-ACP   
 

 Organización Proyecto Coordinador 
 Lugar Teléfono E-mail 

1 IDEAS-
FUNDEPROVE 

Proyecto de Fortalecimiento Organizativo de una Instancia de Manejo 
Integrado de Subcuencas: 

 

Juan de Dios 
González A. 

Hules Tinajones y Caño 
Quebrado 
 
 
 
 
FUNDEPROVE  
Oficina de Instancia 

 
998-0976 
998-0320 
6671-5725  pers. 
6618-1884 ofic. 
998-4060 
253-0519 

ideasong@cwpanama.net
ideasong@ideasong.org  
fundeprove@cwpanama.net  

2 CONEP 

Proyecto Apoyo al establecimiento del Centro Nacional de Producción 
Mas Limpia de Panamá para Mejorar el Desempeño Ambiental y la 
Competitividad de los Sectores Productivos  dentro de la Cuenca 
Hidrográfica de Panamá    
 

Alfredo Burgos  
 

Cuenca Hidrográfica del 
Canal 

211-2694 fax 
211-2672 
228-9538 

aburgos@conep.org.pa
bolivarp@cwpanama.net
adubois@conep.org.pa  6674-0902 

 Graciela Martiz Hules-Tinajones y Caño 
Quebrado 3 FUDIS Proyecto Silvopastoril y Manejo Ambiental de la Ganadería fudis@fudis.info  260-3108  638-2072 

 
Julio González 228-3882 Caño Quebrado  faspanama2003@yahoo.com228-4277  FAS-UTP Eric Vallester  6618-3262 Jmir75@hotmail.com  UTP  marisol@omcpty.com290-8412 
Marisol Landau  205-7912 

 

4 Proyecto Agua y Saneamiento: Chispa de Vida y Salud  

Ing. Eric 
Vallester / David 
Vega 

UTP  290-8412  

Proyecto Complementario de Saneamiento para las Comunidades 
ubicadas en las Subcuencas de los ríos Los Hules-Tinajones y Caño 
Quebrado. 

Denis 
Hernandez 

 igemas@cwpanama.net  5 GEMAS Los Hules-Tinajones 270-0933   6661-7529  
998-0976 

 998-0320 Proyecto para la Adopción de Técnicas de Agricultura Sostenible para la 
Conservación de Suelos y Agua  ideasong@cwpanama.net 998-0321 fax 6 IDEAS Hules-Tinajones omadrid@ideasong.orgOliver Madrid 6623-8947  Milagros 6650-1864 

 
Proyecto de Planificación de Uso y Conservación de Suelos en Áreas 
Piñeras de las subcuencas de los ríos Los Hules-Tinajones y Caño 
Quebrado 

  260-2880 7 SONDEAR tnspa@sinfo.net Hules-Tinajones 279-0423 fax Maritza Jaén  6638-2417 
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 771-2171 Los Hules -Tinajones y 

Caño Quebrado Proyecto Implementación de Buenas Prácticas Agrícolas para el uso 
seguro y sostenible de agroquímicos en fincas productoras de pina en las 
subcuencas Los Hules-Tinajones y Caño Quebrado. 

 260-8446 fax FUNDICCEP 
FADE yesenia@aterranova.com8 
TERRANOVA  

 
 
 
Yesenia Castillo 

Fade 227-9300/260-8446 
AMIPILA 771-2628 
Terranova 774-6583 

775-5185    
fundiccep@cwp.net.pa 

 
6530-0330 

Plan de vigilancia y control par resolver la problemática de los basureros 
clandestinos en las subcuencas de los ríos Los Hules-Tinajones y Caño 
Quebrado. 

Isidra Meneses APRONAD  Los Hules-Tinajones y 
Caño Quebrado 

264-2940 apronad@cableonda.net 9  milidama@hotmail.com 6571-3727 Militza Muñoz    
bolivarp@cwpanama.netMejoramiento del desempeño ambiental y de la competitividad 

empresarial de fincas porcinas ubicadas en subcuencas pilotos de la 
CHCP  

211-2672 adubois@conep.org.paCONEP-
ANAPOR 

Los Hules-Tinajones y 
Caño Quebrado 10 Bolívar Pérez  228-9538 aburgos@conep.org.pa  

 
Proyecto financiado por el Fondo USAID-ACP fuera de las subcuencas pilotos  

Anita Roy  CAPIRA 6571-7615 Proyecto de validación y replicación de prácticas agrícolas sostenibles en 
5 comunidades, Capira  

anita@crea-panama.org  317-6635 
 10 CREA / CATIE   Luigi Franceschi Dirección:  Ciudad del 

Saber, Casa 356 B, al lado 
de la Cooperación Española 

317-0518 fax   6657-8205 lfrances@catie.ac.cr  Michael Roy 6618-0458 
 
 
 

 
Proyecto de Ecoturismo financiado por el Fondo USAID-ACP 

 
Dirección de CICA: Quarry 
Heights, Calle Amelia Denis 
De Icaza, edificio 153 

CICA/ 
Fundación 
AVIFAUNA 
Eugene 
Eisemann 

cica@ancon.org 314-006  Rosa María 
Guerra  11 Desarrollo del Ecoturismo de las Comunidades San Antonio y Ella Puru     bschmitt@cableonda.netDirección de AVIFAUNA: 

Edifício Vallarino  
264-0272 Beatriz Schmitt  

 
Duplex No. 43, Cl. Las 
Abejitas, Cl. No. 59 y Vía 
Israel, Nuevo Paitilla, Ciudad 
de Panamá 

Fundación 
PANAMA 

Fortalecimiento y Desarrollo de las Capacidades y de Gestión Empresarial 
Turística en el Parque Nacional Soberanía 

José Armando 
Palma 

263-5625  12 funpanama@hotmail.comfax: 264-6229 

Sociedad 
Audubon de 
Panamá 

13 Fortalecimiento del Turismo de Observación de Aves en Panamá Rosabel Miro 
Calle 74E, Carrasquilla, 

Edificio El Trébol, Apto. 1C, 
Ciudad de Panamá 

Telefax: 224-
4740 audupan@cwpanama.net
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